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— SPECIAL REPORT

The Simon Wiesenthal Center:
State-of-the-art
ActivismOr
Hollywood Hype?

BY GARY ROSENBLATT

Editor

Hier, not Wiesenthal, is
the operative name at
the nation’s most influen-
tial Holocaust center,
where Rabbi Marvin
Hier raises a great deal
of money, publicity and
controversy.

The Simon Wiesenthal
Center, the nation’s largest
institution devoted to the
study of the Holocaust, is
essentially the fulfillment of
one man'’s vision, reflecting
his personality and style in
keeping alive memories of
the Holocaust and combat-

made an international
reputation for itself through
its museum, its Academy
Awsard-winning documen-
tary on the Holocaust, en-
titled ‘‘Genocide,” and its
increasing involvement as a
watchdog against current
anti-Semitism in the U.S.

ting anti-Semitism today.

But that man is not Simon Wiesenthal. The famed Nazi
hunter and advocate of justice has given the Los Angeles-
based Center his name, and with it, recognition and
stature. The man who has given the Center form and
substance, though, is a 50-year-old Orthodox rabbi from
New York named Marvin Hier.

To understand the Wiesenthal Center one must first
understand Rabbi Hier, a man who, supporters and critics
agree, is a genius at what he does. He has an uncanny abili-
ty to accomplish his dreams, to inspire people, to attract
publicity for his cause, to raise a great deal of funds —
and a great deal of controversy.

Admirers point to Rabbi Hier’s long list of accomplish-
ments at the Wiesenthal Center. In less than seven years
of existence it has received contributions from well over
200,000 regular donors, many of whom have never given
money to Jewish causes, making it one of the largest
Jewish organizations in the world. The current facility in-
cludes a museum, library and research facilities. An am-
bitious expansion program has just been launched which,
at a cost of $30 million, will nearly quadruple its size. The
new site will feature a much-enlarged Holocaust museum,
a 500-seat lecture hall, a film and video production studio,
a large film vault, a 5,000-volume research library, and
clagsrooms and offices for use by Yeshiva University of
Los Angeles, which is affiliated with the Center, and the
Center itself.

More than its physical growth, though, the Center has

and around the world.

Among its social activities, the Wiesenthal Center led
the boycott against CBS-TV for allowing pro-PLO actress
Vanessa Redgrave to portray a Holocaust heroine in “‘Play-
ing For Time;" it spearheaded the national campaign
against the Statute of Limitations on Nazi war crimes; and
it brought international attention to the case of Raoul
Wallenberg, leading to honorary U.S. citizenship for the
Swedish diplomat who saved thousands of Jewish lives
during World War II.

The Wiesenthal Center has also published a book of 50
articles by leading Holocaust scholars as a companion to
“Genocide,” produces a weekly radio news program,
started a videotape record of Holocaust survivors, and has
recently published volume one of a proposed annual book
of scholarly discussion of the Holocaust.

Critics, however, say that for all of its successes, the
Wiesenthal Center lacks substance. They charge that it
is more concerned with raising money than putting it to
good use. They point to the fact that it has evolved from
“The Simon Wiesenthal Center for Holocaust Studies” to
simply ‘“The Simon Wiesenthal Center’’ as proof that it
has broadened its scope and now concentrates more on at-
tracting publicity and media attention than producing
research and scholarship. (In truth, the Wiesenthal Center
has avoided specific definitions of its functions and goals,
characterizing itself as “‘the largest institution of its kind
in North America.”)

The Wiesenthal Center has been a sacrosanct institu-



A framed photo of
Simon Wiesenthal
hangs in the office
of Rabbi Marvin
Hier, founder and
dean of the Simon
Wiesenthal Center of
Los Angeles.
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Exclusive photos for
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The Wiesenthal
Center Museum
features a montage
depicting Stalin,
Roosevelt, Churchill
and Pope Pius XII
as ‘‘the bystanders.”
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tion in the Jewish community; it is named after an authen-
tic modern hero and deals with the sacred topic of
Holocaust education. ‘“To amcha (the Jewish masses), the
Center is kedusha tholy),"” said one West Coast rabbi, ‘“‘but
there is a growing amount of murmuring among the Jewish
elite — the professionals and the scholars.” They feel the
Center has lost its original purpose as a research institu-
tion, that its financial success has far outdistanced its pro-
grams, and that its Holocaust-related activities are a
means of attracting support for the yeshiva it sponsors.
They view the Center as an extension of Rabbi Hier —
‘'slick, aggressive and full of hype,” in the words of one
national Jewish leader.

Holocaust survivors and scholars say he has cheapen-
ed and exploited the tragedy through his fund-raising
techniques; local and national Jewish organizations feel
he has moved in on their turf, isolating himself and the
Center from the rest of the community; and community
relations professionals charge that he has deliberately over-
dramatized anti-Semitic incidents, fueling fear and
paranocia among many Jews.

“The over-riding message of The Simon Wiesenthal
Center seems to be: it can happen again,’’ says Rabbi
Harcld Schulweis, who heads a large Conservative con-
gregation in Los Angeles, “They point up only the dangers
and try to scare people.”

Says a spokesman for the Center: “Controlled hysteria
is sometimes necessary s a marketing technigue.”

Martin Mendelsohn, the former head of the Special
Litigation Unit of Nazi War Criminals for the U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice who is now Counsel to the Wiesenthal
Center, smiles when he hears the accusations against Rab-
bi Hier and the Center. “Let’s face it,"” he says, “the critics
resent him because he’s Orthodox, he's aggressive, and
most of all because he's so successful. The establishment
organizations shrei gevalt, raise money and do nothing.
They re-act to events. The Center acts, quickly and
effectively.

“The reality is that you can't be effective in the Jewish
world without stepping on some toes.”

Does the end justify the means? For years the debates
have swirled in the Jewish community on the meaning and
demeaning of the Holocaust, on whether Jewish organiza-
tions have '‘used” the Holocaust to raise funds.

This report, based on a visit to the Wiesenthal Center

and interviews with more than three dozen people, focuses
on what the Center does, how and why it does it, and why
this institution has been both praised and condemned for
the way it deals with the Holocaust — an examination in-
to what inspires us, and at what price.

A Hollywood Success Story

“I was intrigued by Los Angeles. My dream
was to build a yeshiva there”’ .
Rabbi Hier

The Simon Wiesenthal Center is, literally and figurative-
ly, a Hollywood success story. Located on West Pico
Boulevard in the heart of one of the major Jewish areas of
Los Angeles, it blends Jewish activism and showbiz giitz
in a way no other Jewish institution could, or would. A re-
cent gala T5th birthday party for Simon Wiesenthal at the
Century Plaza Hotel in Los Angeles was described by the
Center as “a starstudded dinner” for 1,600 chaired by
Elizabeth Taylor and featuring a musical tribute to Wiesen-
thal by pop singer Barry Manilow. Other entertainment
figures on hand included Red Buttons, Ed Asner, Jayne
Meadows, Leonard Nimoy and Suzanne Somers. Personal
greetings were sent by President Reagan, Isracl President
Chaim Herzog, West German Chancellor Helmut Xohl and
Frank Sinatra.

The intermediary between world and Jewish leaders and
the entertainment industry is Rabbi Hier, who seems as
comfortable chatting with a movie star as he does discuss-
ing a point of Talmud. It was Rabbi Hier who recognized
the impact of mass media on Jewish causes and who sens-
ed the potential for a major Jewish center in southern
California at a time when the East Coast, and specifically
New York, was considered the only logical place to base a
national Jewish organization.

Marvin Hier is & curious blend of Lower East Side street
smarts and Hollywood sophistication, a fact underscored
by his office at the Wiesenthal Center. On display are his
1962 Orthodox rabbinical ordination from Rabbi Jacob
Joseph, a yeshiva on the Lower East Side of New York, as

“They point up only
the dangers and try
to scare people,’ says
a critic of the Center.
But a Center official
counters: “Controlied
hysteria is sometimes
necessary as a
marketing technique”




well as the glass-encased Academy Award he received for
co-producing “Genocide,” voted the Best Documentary
Feature at the 1982 ceremonies — surely the first rabbi to
win an Oscar.

“Marvin is half yeshiva, half Disneyland,” says one ad-
mirer. “He's fascinated with pinball machines and he
reminds me of a human pinball, careening from one extreme
to the other with lights flashing and bells ringing.”

An intense, sharp-featured man, Rabbi Hier is, in man-
ner and style, pure New York. He is quick-tongued, disar-
mingly forthright and outspoken. (Of the many people in-
terviewed for this article, he was the only one whose every
comment was “on the record.”)

Rabbi Hier feels he has nothing to hide. He has ac-
complished a great deal in a short time, far beyond even
his own fertile imagination, and he is proud of what he has
done. He is aware of it all, the praise from world figures and
the criticism from Jewish professionals and academics —
much of it muted and behind his back. He is, he says, a man
of action and he does not woity about his critics. “They're
jealous,” he says. “We're Orthodox, we're mavericks and were
successful”

The multi-million dollar Wiesenthal Center began as a
modest plan for a yeshiva in Los Angeles. Rabbi Hier was
in Israel with his family in 1976, on sabbatical from his Or-
thodox pulpit in Vancouver, British Columbia, where he had
served for 16 vears. He was growing bored with the rab-
binate, and wanted to become more invoived in education.
] was intrigued by Los Angeles,” he recalled. “Such a large,
wealthy Jewish community but a place where Orthodox
Judaism hadn’t come of age, hadn't even scratched the sur-
face, My dream was to build a yeshiva there”

Not that his would be the first. Yeshiva University, the
New York-based Orthodox institution, had launched a West
Coast branch, based in Los Angeles, but it failed. "“An L.A.
institution couldn't be run from New York” Habbi Hier
concluded.

Upon his return to Vancouver, he won the financial sup-
port of his most illustrious congregant, Samuel Belzberg,
whe along with his brothers heads up major financial cor-
porations in Vancouver and Beverly Hills, making them one
of the wealthiest Jewish families in North America.

Samusl Belzberg gave Rabbi Hier $500,000 and told him
to go to Los Angeles and buy a piece of property for his
proposed yeshiva. “I was a complete novice” savs Rabhi
Hier. “I'd never even been involved in buying my own house’
But within 10 days he had visited Los Angeles and put
$200,000 down on a $900,000 vacant building which is now
the site of the Wiesenthal Center complex.

He planned to open a high school as well as post-high
school yeshiva program for students who would divide their
time between Talmud classes and college studies at one of
several local universities.

Rabbi Hier met with Dr. Norman Lamm, president of
Yeshiva University in New York, and worked out an arrange-
ment whereby the new Los Angeles institution wonld be
called Yeshiva University of Los Angeles (YULA| but would
be financially independent. “The only affiliation iz educa-
tional” explains Rabbi Hier, “in accordance with the Yeshiva
University motto of Torah U'Medah (or Torah and secular
studies). But there are no financial ties and we have our own
board of trustees”

YULA opened in the fall of 1977 with 20 post-high schaal
yeshiva students. Seven years later there were some 240 high
school students, 65 post-high school students and an
outreach program that had an impact on thousands of
people.

The other Holocaust

An Uniikely Marrlage In Vienna museum in Los
Qs . les, k

Simon wanted a vibrant center. iﬁgg{i;ygo wre as
He wanted action. So did we.” Meomorial and

Rabbi Hier Museum, was found-

The concept of 2 Holoeaust rnuseam came to Rabbi Hier, ed by survivors and

he says, in August, 1977, just before his new school open- LS .‘,'ocaied on the top
ed. “I was having my Shabos chulent (a meat stew) and ﬂ_o"—"' af 'tk-.e Federa-
telling a friend at the dinner table what a shame it is that tion building.

there is o equivalent of a Yad Vashern (Israel’s National
Holocaust Museum) in the United States. I realized that
it will never happen unless we do it ourselves. I decided,
let’s do it, and then worry abeut the criticism.”

Four days laier Rabbi Hier was on a plane to Vienna
along with Samuel Belzberg's wife, Frances, and Roland
Arnell, an early supporter, to meet with Simon Wiesen-
thal and propose the concept of a Helocaust center to be
nemed after the famed Nazi hunter. Rabbi Hier had met
Wiesenthal twice before in Vienna during visits the rabbi
had made to Nazi concentration camp sites. He felt that
Wiesenthal had the stature to give his proposed center the
influence and respect it needed.

Viesenthal thought the Americans had come to offer
him en honorary degree. “We ended up talking for four
streight days,” Rabbi Hier said. “Simon told us his sad
tala of how since 1948 he had hopad to create a Holocaust
institute in the United Staies. He was insistent that any
institution to which he lent his name would have to be
‘more than just photos on a wzll — walls as silent as
graves,’ "’ Rabbi liier recalled. "Simon told us that too
many institutions coliected Holocaust information and
then, in his werds, ‘put it in the freezer.’ He wanted n
vibrant center, not afraid to speak out on current issues.
He waan't worried about the Jewish establishment or quiet
diplomacy. He wanted action. So did we.”

And so an unlikely marriage was made in Vienna be-
cween Simon Wiesenthal, e secular, non-Zionist Jew whe
devoted his life to the pursuit of Nazi criminals, and Mar-
vin Hier, an Orthodox Zionist who had spent his career
as a pulpit rabbi.

Wiesenthal agreed to lond his name and expertise to the
r>w center and to donate his vast collection of Nazi-
hunting files to the center upon his death. Rabbi Hier
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Simon Wiesenthal
and Elizabeth Taylor
at a Wiesenthal
Center event. The in-
stitution has been
criticized for using
Hollywood film stars
to promote its
activities.

66 BALTIMORE JEWISH TIMES

e

agreed to make the center the social action institution
Wiesenthal envisioned and to contribute at least $5,000
a month to Wiesenthal's Documentiation Center in Vien-
na for his ongoing help.

One key difference remained: Wiesenthal was and re-
mains a universalist on the Holoczaust. He prefers to speak
of the 11 million people of all faiths killed by the Nazis
rather than the six million Jews who perished.

Many Jews, especially survivers, are infurated with this
thinking. They argue that unlike the others who died, the
Jews alone were singled out for total annihilation and were
not simply victims of war.'He al f the Jewish
survivors,”’ says Elie Wiesel of Wiesenths

Dr. Alex Grebman, former ai:
Center and & Holocaust expert, sa
“& colossal blunder ' in referring
motives wers understandable,’
that few people care about the Jews, and he could broaden
interest in the cause if he included the Christiang. But first
of all, 11 million is an arbitrary number, And more impor-
tantly, it distorts history and de-emphasizes the very
crucial difference between the Jews and the other victims.”

Dr. Yehuda Bauer discussed the matter in a 1880 arti-
cle in Midstream. The professor of Holocaust Studies at
Hebrew University in Jerusalem said that Simon Wiesean-
thal “invented the ‘11 million’ formula that is a key slogan
in the denial of the unigueness of the Jewish experience.”
He said that the number “in purely historical terms is
sheer nonsense’’ because Wiesenthal's figure is either much
too high (about 500,000 non-Jews died in concentration
camps) or much too low (aboui 20 million non-Jewish
civilians died at the hands of the Nazis during the war).

““His mistake is not arithmetical, but conceptual,” wrote

Bauer of Wiesenthal. “Basic Lo it is the lack of comprehen-
sion for what one might call the gradation of evil.” Bauer
argued thet this universal approach threatens te de
Judaize and dissipate the meaning and impact of the
Holocaust.

The inscription at the entrance of the Wiesenthal Center
Holocaust Museum pays tribute to '‘six million Jews and
to five million of other faiths,” but the Center, in its printed
material, now refers to six million Jews ‘and millions of
others.”

The museum itself opened in 1978 on the lower level of
the Center, which also houses YULA and a Holocaust
library. It is small and crowded with photos and multi-
media images. Just inside the entrance are drawings made
by Wiesenthal when he was a Nazi prisoner, including a
sketch of a guard tower with walls formed of human skulls.
Next to the entrance a 25-minute film is shown relating
the Holocaust to current events, especially anti-Semitic
incidents. It is updated every six weeks.

Along one wall are displays about the roots of anti-
Semitism and the Jewish resistance movements, both arm-
ed and spivitual. There is a pictorial chronology of the
Holocaust and facts and figures on the destruction of Euro-
pean Jewry. The one-room museum includes a scale model
of a concentration camp, audio-visual recordings about
Nazi brutality and a displey containing photos of Nazi
leaders.

Hanging from the ceiling and covering the walls are
photos of Jews being herded into concentration camps.
There are also artifacts like a burnt Torah and a pair of
tefillen found at Auschwitz.

In a far corner of the room is a photo montage wall dis-
play. It shows concentration camp inmates pointing an
accusing finger, with the inscription: ‘‘Here is the world
that didn’t care, those that had ears but would not hesr,
eves but would not see, hands but would not act, and the
few saints amongst them who cared, who bled, who suf-
fered.” Raoul Wallenberg is shown as one of those sainis;
Stalin, Roosevelt, Churchill and Pope Pius XII are depicted
as “the bystanders."”

Outside, adjacent to the one-rocom museum is a
Holocaust Memorial Plaza with six black majestic
sculptures, each symbolically shattered &t the top, and a
marble sleb inscribed with the names of concentration
carnps. A flame burns in honor of the victims.

The outside plaza offers a guiet spot to reflect on the
exhibit’s powerful and disturbing visuels. It is here, away
from the intensity, that the overwhelming sadness sinls in.

Twao Holocaust Museuwns,
Two Miles Apart

“One day vyour children will mark this

historic date: namely, the decision of the

Jewish people of Los Angeles to erect a
memorial to our martyrs.”’

Simon Wiesenthal

June, 1973

[ronically, while there are only a handful of Holocaust
museums in the United States, there is another one in Los
Angeles, only a few minutes' ride from the Wiesenthal
Center.

The Martyrs Memorial and Museum of the Holocaust
is housed in and affiliated with the Jewish Federation of
Los Angeles. The two museums opened within a few



months of each other and though officials of each public-
ly deny it, there is still resentment between the supporters
of each institution. Simon Wiesenthal had a role to play
in the development of both museums and that is the core
of the controversy.

Here is what happened: more than a dozen different
Holocaust survivors groups in the Los Angeles area had
tried to build a memorial of some kind since 1962. The
Federation agreed to help coordinate the work, to provide
space, staff and advice, but the fund-raising was to be done
by the survivors groups. Over the years there was much
talk but little progress.

Eventually a plan was agreed on to have a museum built
adjacent to the Federation building. When the Federation
moved to a 12-story building on a site with no useable land,
though, the new proposal was to allocate the top floor of
the building for the project.

A fund-raising dinner was held in June, 1973, and the
guest speaker was Simon Wiesenthal who told the crowd:
“One day your children will mark this historical date:
namely, the decision of the Jewish people of Los Angeles
to erect a memorial to our martyrs.”

The proposal moved ahead slowly over the next several
years and a major fund-raising event was scheduled with
Wiesenthal again invited to be the guest of honor. He ac-
cepted, but shortly before the event he cancelled abrupt-
ly and the dinner was called off.

The survivors groups learned that, after agreeing to ap-
pear, Wiesenthal had met with Rabbi Hier in Vienna and
pledged to help establish a center in his name in Los
Angeles, so he withdrew from the other commitment.

The surviors groups were furious. ““We felt like we had
the rug pulled out from under us,” one leader recalled.
““This project had been in the works for years and years
and was finally coming towards completion. And then we
find out that Wiesenthal is going to help start another
museum a couple of miles away. We felt we had been sold
out — that he was a carpetbagger.”

The Federation set up meetings between the new
Wiesenthal Center group and the Federation-affiliated sur-
vivors groups. There was some attempt at merging the
two museum projects but that was unsuccessful. There
was even talk of a lawsuit. In the end, the Wiesenthal
group agreed to donate $25,000 to the local museum pro-

Simon Wiesenthal
had a role to play in
the development of

both Los Angeles-

based Holocaust
museums and that is
the core of the bit-
terness between them.

ject to compensate for any monies lost by the cancelled
dinner and to help ease the tensions between them. But
the bitter feelings remain.

“We shouldn’t have taken the Wiesenthal people's
money and allowed them to buy us off,” says Anna
Fischer, a survivor whose husband designed the Martyrs
Memorial and Museum.

Ethel Lozabnick, chairman of the Martyrs Museum,
stressed that it represents the entire Jewish community
{some feel the Wiesenthal museum represents only the Or-
thodox) and is the official West Coast representative of
Yad Vashem in Jerusalem. She said the museum attracts
more than 100,000 people a year, more than half of them
school children. The museum has its own curriculum,its
own tours given by survivors, its own extensive outreach
program, and a visiting director from Yad Vashem. She
denies any competition belween the two museums. “I wish
there were ten such memorials in this city,” she said,
“because the point is to make people aware. People ask
why does Los Angeles need two museums devoted to the
Holocaust and we say, ‘'how many synagogues does your
city have?" "

But moments later she noted that the Wiesenthal Center
museum is “‘too flashy, too noisy — we have a certain
serenity here.”

The Martyrs Museum does have a quiet dignity. The
room has photos, documents, figures and maps depicting
the Holocaust, as well as 8 commemorative crypt with a
suspended gravestone. The most dramatic features of the
room are a small sanctuary area and a simulated transport
boxcar that serves as an exit. The passage is dark, except
for a yellow light behind the slats on the walls which
display the names of once-flourishing Jewish communities
in Europe. Under foot one hears the metallic clanking of
the train and envisions the horror of Jews crammed into
cattle cars.

After visiting both museums (one a bit more strident in
tone, one a bit quieter), a visitor is struck more by their
similarities than their differences. Both museums leave
the visitor with an understanding of the facts of the
Holocaust and a gnawing sense of unfathomable loss.

“It's a shame there are two museums here,” says Nathan
Gierowitz, a survivor who is active in Federation. “Each
costs money, and many survivors feel as I do that such
a split is unhealthy.” He blames the Federation for drag-
ging its feet for years on the community museum and put-
ting the financial burden on the survivors themselves. But
he faults the Wiesenthal Center for its “Hollywood style.”

Based on interviews with a number of survivors in Los
Angeles, is seems clear that the majority of them are less
than sympathetic to the Wiesenthal Center. In part there
is the bad blood over the initial competition between the
two museums, and then there is Wiesenthal’s universalist
views on the 1l million rather than the six million. But there
is also the question of approach, which many feel is de-
meaning to the Holocaust. They cite the Center's use of
entertainment industry stars to promote its cause, its
direct mail letters which emphasize the dangers of current
anti-Semitism in this country and, critics say, trivializes
the Holoeaust.

Ethel Lozabnick of the Martyrs Museum says her only
quarrel with the Wiesenthal Center is that “they don’t
work together with us. If you love a community, you
should be a part of that community."”

That complaint is heard often about Rabbi Hier and the
Wiesenthal Center which, for example, has its own Yom
Hashoah service each year on Holocaust Memorial Day
in addition to the organized Los Angeles Jewish communi-

Sunlight shines
through the Wiesen-
thal Center’s
Memorial Plaza.
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i ty observance. There are many other instances of alleged

competition.

A former staffer in the public relations department of
the Federation recalled how, when Avital Shcharansky was
visiting Los Angeles several years ago on behalf of her
husband, Anatoly, the imprisoned Soviet Jewish refusenik,
the local Jewish community relations council had plann-
ed an outdoor demonstration to dramatize his plight. “We
had lined up Mayor Bradley, Charlton Heston and others
and we wanted Gov. Jerry Brown,” the former staffer said.
“But the Wiesenthal Center got a hold of Gov. Brown and
scheduled a press conference of their own with him and
Avital an hour before our demonstration. We would have
been glad to cooperate but they tried to co-opt our effort.”

Similarly, a Federation official angrily recalled how, dur-
inga Federamon n:ussmn to Israel and Vienna a few years
ago, Rabbi Hier “influenced some of our peopie and per-
suaded them to contribute more to the Wiesenthal Center
than to Federation. We were livid."”

There is an inherent competition between the Center and
Federation for major contributors and though many
leaders of the Federation feel that the Center is more show
than substance, they are loathe to say se publicly.

“QOur biggest contributors are also major contributors
to the Wiesenthal Center so we would look like we are try-
ing to denigrate our competition,” one Federation official
said. “But the truth is that we feel the Center is very fuz-
2y in terms of its real purpose and really not accountable
to anyone. They just don’t operate like any other major
Jewish organization.”

The Swastlika Incident

“We see the glass of anti-Semitism
as half full.”
Martin Mendeisohn

A basic, underlying difference between the Wiesenthal
Center and other major Jewish groups is in their response
to perceived anti-Semitism. Marty Mendelsohn, counsel
to the Center, puts it this way: ‘“We see the glass of anti-
Semitism as half full, and they see it as half empty -- and
sometimes they don't see the glass at all.”

One particular incident points cut these differences in
style, method and approach. Sometime during the night
of January 7, 198, the walls of the Wiesenthal Center were
painted with swastikas and anti-Semitic slogans in Ger-
man and English. Rabbi Hier held a press conference that
morning and seid he was certain that “this work was not
done by a rowdy gang trying to be mischievous.” He said
it may be related to two German-speaking men who visited
the Center a few days earlier wearing military haircuts,
heavy boots and Nazi insignias.

“What starts with a can of spray paint never ends
there,” Rabbi Hier told the press conference. “'History has
taught us that seemingly minor incidents such as these
eventually lead to violence.”

He announced that Simon Wiesenthal would fly in from
his home in Vienna for arally at the Center at which time
the graffiti would be painted over.

The rally was held about two weeks later and drew more
than 2,000 people, including a number of prominent
political leaders. Wiesenthal spoke out against the In-
stitute for Historical Review, a California-based extremist
organization that claims the Holocaust never happened.
He then watched as the graffiti was painted over.

The Jewish Federation did not send & representative to
the rally because ‘it was viewed by many as an exploita-
tion,” said Murray Wood, executive director of the Jewish

On The Hem‘t
bAnd The Mind

“Genocide,” the Academy Award-winning documentary
on the Holocaust, is the single greatest success of the Simon
Wiesenthal Center. Like the Center itself, it is slick, emo-
tional, powerfully effective — and controversial,

Some three years in the making at a cost of $3 million,
the 85 minute film was produced by the Center in the hope
that it would establish the institute’s reputation as well as
hecome the centerpiece of Holocaust education programs
and recsive & worldwide audience. “Rabbi Hier put ail of
his eggs in one basket, pouring a great deal of money into
this one project,” said & member of the staff of the Wiesen-
thal Center. “But he was right. It paid off.”

The film was co-produced by Amold Schwartzmann, 2
director and graphics designer, and Rabbi Hier, whe wrote
the script with Martin Gilbert, an Oxford University
historian.

The film was premiered at the Kennedy Center in Wash-
ington in January, 1982, and was hailed es “unforgetteble.”
The unique multi-image documentary — using split screens
and doubile iImages — combines historical narrative with actuai
stories of ordinary people caught vp in the Nazi reign of
terror. Orson Welles and Elizabeth Taylor narrate the film,
having donated their services gratis.

“Genocide” is aimed at giving the Holocaust emotional
resgnance to & generation unawere of its horrors. “Sixty per
cent of the world's population was born after the Holocaust,
and young pesple are not historians,” said Rabbi Hier. “This
is the generation of The Tube. We wanted to present a film
in a form young people can relate to. They don't relate to
events unless there are people involved they can identify
with."”

The film succeeds in offering a sense of immediacy and
drama missing from most educational films. It is, above
all, a powerful assault on the mind and the heart. Profes-
sionally slick, it features split screen techniques, narration
by Welles and Taylor, 2 musical score by Academy Award-




winner Elmer Bernstein, and use of top Hollywood talents
throughout, from direction and script to sound and
graphics. Some of its most moving moments occur when
the documentary focuses on the personal stories of ordinary
people like Leon Kahn, a survivor who now lives in Van-
couver, He and other members of his family joined the par-
tisans but his mother, refusing to leave her mother, chose
to remain behind. His description of their parting lingers
in the mind.

Another memorable sequence relates how a group of Or-
thodox Jews in the town of Lublin defied the Nazis when,
commanded to sing a song, they sang and danced with fer-
vor to the Yiddish words, ‘we shall outlive them.”

The documentary opens with scenes of preWorld War
Il Europe, depicting the richness of the culture, the strength
of family life and the depth of religious commitment. Tt
traces Hitler’s rise to power, the growing anti-Semitism and
the full scale Nazi effort to annihilate Jews.

Film clips, still photos, illustrations and the expert nar-
ration keep the film moving, with virtuelly all of the major
issues raised by the Holocaust at least touched on.

The film answers the charge that Jews went to their
deaths like sheep to slaughter, pointing out the countless
instances of physical and spiritual resistance. It notes the
apathy of the Church — pointedly referring to Pope Pius
XII — and the fact that the U.S. failed to open its gates
to refugees before the war or bomb the concentration camps
during the war.

The film states that Jews were not the only victims of
the Nazis but emphasizes that *“‘the fuli fury focused on Jews
alone’’ and that the Nazi target was "‘not just Jewish lives
but Jewish life.”

The film closes with Simon Wiesenthal at the Western
Wall in Jerusalem placing a kvitiel or message, between
its cracks: “‘T am my brother’s keeper,” he says.

Perhaps the strongest message comes after the film is

over, after the credits have run. In silence, three graphics
are flashed on the black screen, one at a time. They note
that anti-Semitic candidates ran well in two statewide elec-
tions in recent years, and that 2 1981 survey in West Ger-
many found that 18 percent of the respondents said life was
“better under Hitler."” The final, unspoken but implicié
massage: it can happen sgain.

Stephen Hunter, the Baltimore Morning Sun film critie,
said he was “‘powerfully put off by the slickness’ of the film,
which, he wrote, at times seemed to be “& guided tour of
the Holocaust courtesy of a very peppy advertising agen-
cy."” The effect was '‘unsettling, even offensive,” but “so
scorching that it transcends technigue in the end. It
becomes almost unbearably moving.”

The film is “more emotional end manipulative than
technical and scholarly in its approach,’’ said Hunter, but
the point is to present “a cry, & scream of rage and bit-
terness, not a ¢ry footnote in an unread, 800-page book.”

One expert consuvltant to “Genocide' said he was con-
cerned at “‘a few glaring historical inaccuracies’” in the film,
which Rabbi Hier chose to ieave in because of their emo-
tional appeal. One was the incident of the Bais Yaakov girls
who committed suicide rather than be captured by the
Nazis. Most historians say this never took place.

But ancther Holocaust scholar defended the film: “It
wasn't intended as a werk of scholarship, but $o move pso-
ple. And it does.”

Ironically, due to distribution rights and other problems,
the film has never received a sustained wide-scale showing.
Typically, it is used as Wiesenthal Center benefit screen-
ing in & major city where it will be shown for one or two
nights, playing to primarily Jewish audiences rather than
the unedncated masses it was intended for. It has been
shown in about 30 U.S. cities, but the Center plans to have
the film translated into many languages and shown around
the world.

Like the Wisenthal
Center itself,
“Genocide, " the
Academy Award-
winning document-
tary, is slick, emo-
tional and powerful-
ly effective.
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This graffiti was
scrawled on the
Wiesenthal Center’s
walls, leading to a
large rally at the
Center that some
Jewish organiza-
tional officials called
exploitive.
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Community Relations Council. The Center overreacted to
the vandalism, he added, because "I think some organiza-
tions stand to benefit in terms of their ability to raise
funds, in terms of proving their necessity to exist.”” He
said Rabbi Hier “played into the hands of our enemies by
giving them a million dollars worth of free publicity.”

The classic Jewish establishment response to anti-
Semites is to quarantine them when they want attention
and spotlight them when they don’t. Community relations
officials say that most swastika-painting incidents are
done by minors as a manifestation of imitative behavior;
the more attention they are given the more times such in-
cidents will occur. “The Wiesenthal Center people probably
called the media before they called the police,” said Wood.
He added that while the Center has an expertise in pro-
moting an understanding of the Holocaust era, “in terms
of contemporary anti-Semitism they are amateurs.”

Another critic of the rally was Deborah Lipstadt, pro-
fessor of Jewish studies at UCLA, who said that *‘mak-
ing a big media hype'out of the graffiii incident was “not
fighting anti-Semitism but only self-serving an
institution."”

Responding to charges that he left the graffiti on the
Center’s walls for two weeks to attract media attention
and ensure a large rally, Rabbi Hier said that the decision
was Wiesenthal’s. ‘‘He said for us to leave it up, to prove
to the Jews of Beverly Hills, who might think that they
are beyond hatred, that anti-Semitism is still alive.” Rabbi
Hier wondered if those who criticized the rally weren't guil-
ty of “sour grapes’ over the Center’s highly visible reac-
tion to vandalism.

Wiesenthal himself later assailed the leaders of the
organized Jewish community of Los Angeles for what he
saw as their failure to respond forcefully to a rising number
of anti-Semitic incidents. ‘“The Jewish Federation of Los
Angeles wanted to keep it quiet,” he said of the graffiti
incident. “This kind of response on the part of the Los
Angeles Federation reminds me of the situation in Ger-
many in the 1920s and 30s when the Nazis spit in our face,
and the Jews would say, ‘what a nice rain.””

‘A New Wave of Anti-Semitism’

Do we need ancther Jewish
defense agency?

Many community leaders and Jewish professionals
around the country are concerned that the Wiesenithal
Center appesrs to have evolved fram what they thought
it would be, & Holocaust-related research institution, in-
to another Jewish defense sgency, competing with — and,
critics say, duphicating the work of — organizations like
the Anti-Defamation Lesgue of Bnai Brith.

A case in point is a widely circulated mass mailing that
has been sent out to hundreds of thousands of American
Jews over the last yesr, soliciting funds for the Wiesen-
thal Center to launch a new Nazi-Watch Program.

The six-page letter, under the signature of Wiesenthal
Center counsel Martin Mendelsohn, claims that “‘a new
wave of anti-Semitism is sweeping Europe’ and it 'is be-
ing fueled by Americans who are supplying both leader-
ship and materials to rebuild Nazism in Europe.”

The letter goes on to cite a number of specific anti-
Semitic incidents in Furope and in the U.S, from
synagogue bombings te “scholarly” articles purporting
the Holocaust never happened. According to the letter,
*'the new surge of anti-Semitism here is connected to the
rise of anti-Sernitism abroad. And these are not just a

series of isolated, random events. We have learned the rise
of anti-Semitism is spear-headed by networks of neo-Nazis
which reach all over the country. INDEED, ALL OVER
THE WORLD!"

Later, it states: “That same intense, U.S.-originated
hatred that feeds these Nazi groups in Europe also sparls
neo-Nazis in the United States. Hatred and enti-Semitism
are shockingly on the rise here, being boldly scrawled
across our entire nation, threatening all that we hold dear.”

Critics maintain that the letter is long on shock value
but short on fact, that it links disparate events occurring
over a period of several years and that were exposed at
the time by existing national Jewish defense agencies.
These critics say the letter deliberately exaggerates anti-
Semitic activity.

Specifically, some observers contend that the number
and influence of neo-Nazi groups in the U.S. is quite small
and that they often compete with each other rather than
forming “‘networks of neo-Nazis,”” as the letter states. Fur-
ther, these groups are neither “strong'' nor “'well financed”’
as they are described in the letter. The assertion that
“hatred and anti-Semitism are shockingly on the rise” in
the U.S., “threatening all we hold dear,” is not based on
any meaningful criteria, critics charge. And the phrase
“‘scrawled across the nation,” referring to anti-Semitism
vandalism, goes against the statistical evidence compil-
ed by national Jewish agencies which shows a steady
decline over the last several years of such incidents — and
only a handful of which have been proven to be the work
of organized hate groups.

Most galling of all, though, to professionals at Jewish
organizations is the “‘pitch” of the Wiesenthal Center let-
ter, which calls for $250,000 to create a Nazi Watch Pro-
gram. Mendelsohn, the former head of the U.S, Depart-
ment of Justice unit investigating Nazi war criminals,
writes that from his experience he has developed “unique
and effective procedures for keeping records of worldwide
Nazi activities.” In his letter, he writes that the Nazi
Watch Program would maintain files of ail anti-Semitic
literature published in America; learn the names and loca-
tions of all neo-Nazis and anti-Semitic leaders in every
state; keep careful records of their activities and expose
them to the public.

The Anti-Defamation League has been engaged in these
activities for more than seven decades and their expertise
in monitoring and combatting neo-Nazism and anti-
Semitism is acknowledged arcund the world.

Privately, Anti-Defamation League officials complain
that the Wiesenthal Center is not only ‘re-inventing the
wheel”’ at great cost to well-mesning American Jews but
that its approach is to over-dramatize the facts about anti-
Semitism in order to raise funds. ‘“They are acting irrespon-
sibly and the results — in terms of frightening people —
could be extremely dangernus,’’ said an official of a Jewish
research project. But publicly the ADL and other national
Jewish agencies who are critical of the Wiesenthal Center’'s
methods, zre silent, saying that a public rift would he
detrimental £ the community as a whole. They are well
aware of the fact that the Center is extremely popular
among the vast majority of American Jews and that an
attack on such an institution would appesar to be motivated
by jealousy and, perhaps even worse, an attempt lo
diminish the impact of an organization dealing with the
Holocaust,

Asked to respond te the criticism of the direct mail piece,
Mendelsohn acknowledged that it wae written by a public
relations firm but he defended its tone and underlying
message, noting that ‘“‘neo-Nazis may not be a primary
problem but they are an unmet problem.”



Rabbi Hier said that the Center's direct mailings are
“‘emotional, but they are as factual as possible.”” He add-
ed that "‘there are enough enemies of the Jewish people
to go around. No one group should have exclusive rights
to defending the Jewish people.”” Rabbi Hier justifies the
existence of a national Jewish institution like the Wiesen-
thal Center on the West Coast, asserting: ““We shouldn’t put
all of our eggs in one basket, with everything coming out
of New York. The demographics show that Jews are mov-
ing away from the East to the Sun Belt and we feel Jews
should be represented where they live.”

As for the charge that the Wiesenthal Center is
duplicating the work of other Jewish defense agencies,
Rabbi Hier said that his Center did not want to be in a
position of asking cther agencies for information. “We
don’t want to beg, and besides, the difference is not in com-
piling data but in analyzing it. We have a real difference
in approach. The Establishment agencies move slowly and
try to keep things quiet. We don’t believe in quiet
diplomacy. We react quickly and we're not afraid to speak
out.”” He added that it is better for Jews to be protected
by three organizations than one or two. “We are respon-
ding to a need. That's why we're successful. Believe me,
people know how to say ‘no’ when asked for money. They
say ‘yes' to us because they like our approach.”

That approach — to act quickly and aggressively — is
not limited to neo-Nazi causes. The most recent issue of
“Social Action Update,” the Wiesenthal Center's eight-
page publication which claims a circulation of 240,000, con-
tains articles on the Center’s involvement in a whole varie-
ty of issues and causes, including Ethiopian Jewry, human
rights in the USSR and Canada. “It’s true that we have
evolved from a strictly research institution into much
more,”" said associate dean of the Wiesenthal Center
Abraham Cooper. A hard-working, diligent ordained rab-
bi in his mid-30’s, he is Rabbi Hier's right-hand man, hav-
ing worked with him since the Vancouver days. “We're
not in competition with anyone else. We welcome every
Jew who wants to do his share.”

Together, Rabbis Hier and Cooper travel around the
country and the world, meeting with Senators and Ad-
ministration officials in Washington, with French Presi-
dent Mitterand in Paris, with West German Chancellor
Kohl in Berlin, and even with the Pope in Rome. After a
Wiesenthal Center delegation had a Papal audience in
1983, Rabhi Hier, who led the group, noted that while they
were encouraged by the Pope’s message of friendship and
trust, “we all felt sornething was missing. The tragedies
of the past were noted and mourned but there was silence
about the anti-Semitism and prejudice of today."”

If there is an anti-Semitic incident in Europe or the U.S,,
Rabbi Hier acts swiftly, often holding a press conference
to speak out in the strongest possible words against the
offense. “We act quickly because we don't have the en-
cumbering bureaucracy that other Jewish organizations
have,” says Wiesenthal Center counsel Martin Mendel-
sohn. But a leader of a national Jewish organization
countered that ‘‘the Wiesenthal Center people are not
responsible to anyone, so they can and do shoot from the
hip. We feel it's more important to do our homework first.”

Sometimes the Center's style is not appreciated by those
they defend. In December, 1983, Mexico’s Minister of In-
terior made an anti-Semitic statement and the Wiesenthal
Center acted immediately to condemn it. But the leaders
of the Mexican Jewish community were upset at “the in-
dependent action’ taken by the Wiesenthal Center, which
they said ‘‘can be detrimental in the long run’’ to Jewish
life in Mexico. “‘We protest against autonomous initia-
tives,” they wrote in a letter to the Center, “‘without tak-

ing into consideration the opiniens of the ones involved
or without sufficient background data which would ensure
that the move does not backfire dramatically.”

Rabbi Hier said that when he spoke by phone to the
Mexican Jewish leaders shortly after the Minister of In-
terior’'s statement, “in English, they were hesitant, but
they told us in Yiddish, ‘do what you think is best.” And
we reject the notion of keeping quiet.”

it Takes Money To Make Money’

Perfecting the art of direct
mail fund raising

Clearly, many Jews across the countrv support the
Wiesenthal Center’s methods and actions. Typically, &
middle-aged businessman from the Scuth explained that
he contributes to the Wiesenthal Center because it is
action-oriented and bold. “I've never given to Jewish
organizations before but this one is different. 1 received
their letter and 1 like what they stand for. I feel that
they're looking out for me."”

The Center’s direct-mail campaign, with letters of
solicitation from Orson Welles, Glenn Ford and others, has
been extremely successful. “We started the direct mail
campaign in 1979, long before other Jewish organizations,”
explained Marlene Hier, Rabbi Hier’s wife, who handles
the direct mail campaign for the Center. ““We do this to
get members, not to make money,” she said, “but we've
made money anyway."’ More than 200,000 people have con-
tributed to the Center — thus qualifying for membership
— with the average donation $25.

While a one percent return on mass mailings is con-
sidered “‘break-even,”’ the Wiesenthal Center’s response
has been between 1.5 and 2 percent. “Each year the pro-
fessionals tell us it's a fluke and it can't last, but each year
our success rate has continued,” said Mrs. Hier. Com-

Rabbi Hier compares
Jewish vigilance to
baseball: “We've got
to be more protective
because we've got
two strikes against
us,” he says. “One
more sirike and we're
out.”
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The Wiesenthal
Center's Holocaust
Memorial Plaza in-
cludes six black ma-
Jjestic sculptures,
each symbolically
shattered at the top,
and a marble slab in-
scribed with the
nemes of concentra-
tion camps.
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petitors say the Center has the best Jewish direct mail
lists in the country.

It is an expensive way Lo raise funds — buying and ren-
ting lists and mailing letters to up to four million families
a year. Two years ago, for example, the Center spent $1.6
million on direct mail and renewals, employing the top,
Virginia-based public relations firm of Craver, Matthews
and Smith.

In all, the Wiesenthal Center raised $5.8 million that
year, but it also spent $5.1 million. Which leads ohservers
to ask: what do they do with all of that money?

“It takes a lot of money to make a lot of money,”" said
one Wiesenthal Center official.

Rabbi Hier says that about 16 percent of the overall
budget goes for direct mail fund-raising. Experts disagree
over whether that figure is a lot to be spending or quite
reasonable.

Approximately $700,000 raised was set aside for sav-
ings, and again experts disegreed over whether saving
about 14° per dolilar was overly restrainea for a non-profit
institution.

Taxes are filed jointly by the three divisions of Yeshiva
University of Los Angeles, which is comprised of the
Simon Wiesenthal Center, Yeshiva University and Yeshiva
High School. The biggest expense, according to the 1982
tax returns, was for the high school end post-high school
yeshiva programs serving 260 students. More than $2.3
million went for those programs. :

There are those who resent the Wiesenthal Center
because they feel it is a “front” for the high school. Prof.
Arnold Band of UCLA, who is Orthedox, feels the Center
is diverting funds and attentions away from the need for
“a real yeshiva" in Los Angeles on a par with the local
Conservative and Reform branches. 1'd like to see & real,
viable branch of Yeshiva University out here, one that of-
fers smicha (ordination). It should be structured around
the Talmud, not the Holocaust. One gets the impression
here that the yeshiva sneaks in the back decor while the
Wiesenthal Center is up front.”

Critics say the yeshiva is small and that ironically, its
students and faculty are much further to the right in terrns
of Orthodoxy than Yeshiva University’s traditional cen-
trist position. “Rabbi Hier is an avid Zionist but more than
a few of the rabbis in his yeshiva are not,” says one in-
sider. ““He likes to say that he focuses cn the Holocaust to
get people back to Judaism but he never uses that in his
publicity material because it’s not sexy enough.”
~ Officials of Yeshiva University in New York have sought
to distance themselves and their institution from the Los
Angeles school, and Dr. Norman Lamm, president of
Yeshiva University, declined to be interviewed on this sub-
ject. Privately, officials of Yeshiva University in New York
say they are embarrassed by some of Rabbi Hier's actions
and methods but that there is little they can do to con-
trol him, expecially since he is so successful at fund raieing.

Rabbi Heir emphasized that nc monies sent to the
Wiesenthal Center are used by YULA. “We keep the funds
for the Holocaust Center and the yeshiva totally separate,”
he said. ‘“‘No money donated to the Center goes to the ye-
shiva.

“But I have had success convincing contributors o the
Holocaust Center to support our yeshiva, too. I explain
to them the conmection between Jewish survival and
Jewish education, It’s like when you get married: at first
you think you are just marrying your partner, but gradusl-
ly you learn to care about your partner’s family. Here,
too,” he continues with a smile, “‘I tell people I want them

A Growing

There are sbout 15 major Holocaust centers across
the couniry now, and that number is certain to increase
in the next few years.

According to Isaiah Kuperstein, director of the
Holocaust Center of Greater Pittsburgh, it is important
to distinguish between full-service major centers and
smaller Holocaust committees. He characterized a ma-
jor center as one that provides full educstional services,
has a professional staff, ongoing programs, a museum
or permanent display and operates year-round. In ad-
dition to the two in Los Angeles, such centers now
exist in Pitteburgh, Philadelphia, San Francisco, Miami,
Orlando, St. Louis, Dailas, Long Isiand, Buffaio, Denver
and New York City. Detroit’s major Holocaust Mussum
Center opens this weelk.

Some of those centers are affiliated with their local
Jewish federation, and & few are associated with uni-
versities.

About 15 other cities, including Baltimore, have
Holocaust committees which work on specific programs
or projects.

“The more there are, the better,” says Kuperstein,
“and the strength is the local community. Without local
resources, your programs are worthiess.”

Mark Taiisman of the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Coua-
cil in Weshington noted that there is strong interest in
many communities to provide permanent Holocaust
memorials “and the more there are, the better it will
be in terms of education and awareness.”

to get to kmow our whole mishpacha (family),” referring
to the yeshiva as well as the Center.

His success has been formidable. The Belzberg family
alone has contributed $1.5 million to YULA in addition
to $3 million to the Center's new building complex. Others,
on a smaller scale, have started out giving only to the
Center and later given to the yeshiva as well.

“These people come to me,” said Rabbi Hier, “‘and say
where de you need the money most?’ and I tell them the
veshiva. It allows the yeshiva to survive.”

Other major expenses for the Wiesenthal Center in 1982
included $1.5 million in salaries. Rabbi Hier, at $73,000,
was the highest paid employee but Simon Wiesenthal
received more than $90,000 in consulting fees. IMore than
$500,000 went for printing and publications, $300,000 for
profesgional fund-raising fees, $250,000 in consultation fess
and almoat $400,000 for the Center and "“Genocide,” the
film which cost a total of $3 million te produce.

This past year the Center raised more than $2 million
through its national direct mail campaign, said Rabbi Hier,
with much of that total coming from $5 and $10 donations
from all over the country.

“For ell that money and ali the noise they make, they
have little to show for it,” says UCLA professor Deborah
Lipstadt, voicing the argument heard among scholars and
Jewish organizational professionals.

“They have ‘Genocide’ and their museums,” says another
academic, “and a lot of p.r. But what have they ac-
complished in terms of scholership or research?”

The accusationa gre most often muffiad by anonymity,
in part because crities feel “‘you can't win when you take
on 2 sacred cow,” as one put it, and in part because Rab-
bi Hier has a reputation for '‘playing hardball.”” One Los
Angeles Jewish community official said Rabbi Hier sought



his removal after he once criticized the Wiesenthal Center
in print. Several years ago Prof. Lipstadt wrote an arti-
cle in Judiasm in which she cited the “program, publici-
ty, and fund-raising tactics of the Simon Wiesenthal Cen-
ter'” as “‘partially responsible for accelerating the growth
of opposition to Holecaust commemoration.” She said
Rabbi Hier called her after the article appeared and told
her he had just read her “latest joke in Judaism™ and went
on, she said, to verbally attack her for intellectual dishones-
iy, writing malicious lies and being hired by UCLA to at-
tack the Wiesenthal Center. ‘*Anyone who criticizes them
is dismissed as ignorant or institutionally jealous,” said
Lipstadt.

Some of the strongest criticism of the Wiesenthal Center
comes from those most familiar with its operation. Inter-
views with staff members — past and present — and with
Holocaust experts found those whe accused Rabbi Hier
of “trivializing the Holocaust by exploiting the tragedy
to raise funds.”

These critics say the Center portrays itself as a serious,
scholarly institution but it is not. They maintain that: too
little money is set aside for research and scholarship; the
resource center is ‘‘very limited;” the library is inadequate;
there are no archives and no trained Holocaust scholars
on the premise.

They add that Rabbi Hier is sensitive to this criticism
and in 1983 allowed funds to be used to publish Genocide:
Oriticad Issues of the Holocaust, a companion voiume to
the film consisting of 50 comissioned essays by 26 scholars
writing on historical, sociological, psychological and
theological perspectives of the Holocaust. This year, after
a long delay, the Center published the first velume of a
planned annual book of scholarly articles on the Holocaust.

Still, even some insiders suggest that the real thrust of
the Wiesenthal Center is attracting funds and publicity.
that when national interest in the Holocaust seemed to
wane the Center ‘‘shifted gears’ and began focusing more
on current anti-Semitism.

It comes down to a guestion of motives, style and pur-
s0se: what does the Wiesenthal Center really stand for?
's the money raised being put to the best possible use?
s the scare-tactic effort used in the heavy-volume direct
nail effort justified?

Perhaps the only person who knows the answers to those
juestions, and others, is Rabbi Hier.

‘When You Lock Back
You Turn To Salt’

“The Holocaust is the centerpiece
of a Jew's thinking.” }
Rabhi Hier

Marvin Hier acknowledges that “the criticism bothers
me sometimes, but you have te expect criticism in Jewish
life.” He attributes most of it to jealousy and suggests
shat such talk against him only inspires him to re-double
1is efforts. “‘If there's something they don't want me to
10,"" he says of his critics, “I'll do it even harder. If so-
neone is told not to give money to us, my reaction is to
ntensify my efforts to solicit that person.”

For the most part, though, Rabbi Hier masks his anger
1s he patiently defends his work and philosophy:

He asserts that “we don't feel we have to offer anvone
my apologies for speaking out on important issues. The
Jolocaust is the centerpiece of a Jew’s thinking and we
1ave created an important Holocaust center.

“We operate on the principle that 60 percent of the

world's population was born after the Holocaust and is
ignorant of it, so it is our job to recall the past and pre-
vent any re-occurrence in the future.”

He says that he felt from the beginning that the ideal
site for a Holocaust museum would be 2 yeshiva because
it would offer living proof that Judaism had survived
Hitler. “What is the ultimate memorial to the six million?
That Torah lives on, that the Jewish people live on,” says
the rabbi. ““Our memorial is against assimilation, it stands
for the future destiny of the Jewish people. It’s not a celd
memorial of bricks and mortar but a place where students
carry out God’s command to be vigilant against Amalek
(the Biblical personification of Israel's enemies). That's the
lesson of the Holocaust.”

Responding to the argument that he conceived of the
Holocaust Center as a means of attracting wide-scale sup-
port for his yeshiva, he says: "You have to bring a person
to his Jewish feelings through what he cares about. The
Holocaust is a tragedy most Jews can relate to, while keep-
ing kosher or observing Shabos is alien to so many.

“We believe in using the medium of this generation,”
he says. ' I'm a great believer in using the media as a tool.
We have a weekly radio program of news and features call-
ed ‘Page One’ that is broadcast in cities all around the
country. We were successful in teaching the history and
the legsons of the Holocaust in a dramatic way through
multi-media with the ‘Genocide’ film, and we're now work-
ing on a new film about the creation of the State of Israel,
We're in Los Angeles and we want to take advantage of
our locale — the many talented people in radio, television
and film.

“But we can't be a serious institution unless we have
a serious commitment to scholarship and education. We've
published twe books (the ‘Genocide’ essays and the
Holocsust studies annual) and we're doing an educational
film on Raoul Wallenberg.

“Look, there will always be eriticism that we’re not do-
ing enough. But look what we've done in seven years! Peo-
ple point to how much ‘Genocide’ cost to produce, but
that’s a cheap price to pay to bring our message to peo-
ple all over America and across the world.

“The people who say we shouldn’t use show business

Tkis dramatic
sculpiure in the
Wiesenthal Center
Museum depicts the
suffering of the Nazi

victims.
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is the Wiesenthal
Center “constantly
burying Hitler,"

one prominent Or
thodox rabbi in Los
Angeles complains, or
keeping the memory
alive to prevent
enother Holocaust
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personalities are the same ones who invite politicians as
guest speakers at their dinners. Do they bring dignity end
Elizabeth Tayler and Orson Welles don't? Wi 1y not com-
municate our message with the most effective means?
criticism is only valid if the critics don’t do d‘e same thin ,r,-
themselves. We do what we think is right. When you ook
back, you turn to salt.

“The worst charge against us is that we ars als
and over-react to enti-Semitiem. Butf which ie |
sin: to over-react or under-react? To
game. Did yon ever notice how a2 bat
has two strikes on him? He digeina
hig hands }:igmm on the bat. His
ferent — he's got to be more § pro
that one more strike and he's out.

“I helieve that we Jews are st a point
stand in with two sirikes a g’amst v,
through pogroms and the Helocaus
are down to cur lest strike, and 1 s
careful losk at what's coming our rike

“We say it can happen again, em__v.m here. The worst that
we can be accused of for being ever-watchiul is that we're
paranoid. But if we don't keep up our watch, the price we
may pay would be much higher.

“We're fulfilling Simon Wiegenthal's mandate to speak
out and take action and we'll continue te d - work, to
grow and expand. We're undertaking s :
2 $30 million campeign because our ac hievemen ats have
excﬂeded our ¢9mn We see aurf-el‘.req as an thhodcx in-

]ﬁu tnat "fn, emmsie Gl BVery f'onL
whenever snd wherever Jews are put on the defens1 ve. Our
goal is to work for Am Yisrael {the pnople of Israel) and
be involved in all issues affecting Jews. We couldrn’t be

doing all that we are doing if people didn't feel our work
was imsportant. The people support us. That's the proof.”

#And what does Simon Wiesentheal have to say about all
of Lu;ﬂ — the praise, the criticism, the controveray'? Since
lie lives and works in Vienna (though he keeps in touch
with Rabbi Hier through frequent phone callg), he is able
to stay above the fray, taking credit for what he is proud
of and shrugging off any criticism as the work of the Center
officials m%.,os Angeles.

Dyring an interview with Wiesenthal, who was in the
U.S. for a speeking tour, he defended the work of the
Center as essential. I don't just talk about the past, 1
talk about the consequences and look to the future. And
that is how Habbi Hier works, also.”

He laughed when told that Rabbi Hier is criticized for
his methods. “He knows how to make publicity,” said
Wiesenthal. “We needed $3 million for the film ‘Genocide,’
a very important film. How can you get $3 million without
publicity, I ask you?” He said the Center is "for Holly-
wood,”’ and it is proper to make use of entertainment
figures to further the Center’s goals.

“We have done in Los Angeles what has never been done
before. The museum is only a help, but the main purpose
is to be action-oriented.”

As for eriticism that the Wiesenthal Center exaggerates
the degres of Anti-Semitism in America, he responded: "It
can happen in every country, believe me.”

‘Where Can You Go From Thera?’

One former staffer of the Wiesenthal Center says he us-
ed to compiain, in vain, about the tone of the Center’s direct
mail letters which, he said, “make it seem like the next
Heolocaust is right around the corner.” He argued that not
only was this inaccurate but, “‘from a practical standpoint,
where cen you go from there?"” The answer he was given,
he said, is that it works.”

And it does work. The Wiesenthal Center is, by any
criterion of orgenizational standards — size of membership,
funding, visibility — an incredible success,

But should the Holocaust remain, 40 years later, the
centerpiece of Jewish experience? Rabbis and others tell
us we should be motivated by joy rether then fear, by com-
mitment rather than paranoia. They say such preoccups-
tion with the anii-Semitism of the present and the past
creates g climate of depression, isolation and mistrust —
end renders virtuelly =l other issues inconsequential by
comparison.

The success of the Simon Wiesenthal Center, though, telle
us otherwise, For while scholars, statistics and sermons
may point towards a more positive Judaism, the pheno-

enal growth of the Wiesenthal Center suggests that the
haunting memory of the Holocaust is, for better or worse,
what makes millions of Jews feel like Jews.

This places a special responsibility on Rabbi Hier and

s staff, Having awekened a spark of Jewish consciousness
in so many people, the Wiesentha! Center secks to bring
its new supporters from fear to faith. The question, then,
is not whether the Center has ‘‘used’ the Holocaust, but
how. Not whether the Holccaust can happen again, but how
best to ensure that it doesn’t.

If, as one prominent Orthodox rabbi in Los Angeles com-
plains, the Center is “constantly burying Hitler,” there can
be little hope for the future. If, however, as Rabbi Hier
maintains, the Center is leeping the memory of the
Holocaust alive to prevent its recurrence, it will fulfill
its mandate — to transform the ashes of tragedy into the
fire of commitment. ®
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